
 Marbury v. Madison (1802)
This case started with a judicial appointment for a man named William Marbury.  The appointment was made by John Adams at the very end 
of his presidency.  He filled all the judge positions that were open with people he thought shared his political beliefs, so that even when 
he was not president anymore, his party (the Federalists) would have control over the judiciary.

The law that allowed Adams to make this appointment was the Judiciary Act of 1789, passed by Congress.  There was supposed to be a 
letter delivered to Marbury telling him about his judicial job and making his appointment official.   Marbury’s appointment letter, how-
ever, did not get delivered to him before Adams presidency was over.  A new president, Thomas Jefferson took over.  He did not consider 
the appointment of Marbury valid because the letter was never delivered.

Marbury kept waiting for his judicial appointment, it never came.  Finally, he appealed to the Supreme Court.  He claimed that the Supreme 
Court had the power under the Judiciary Act (passed by Congress) to order the Secretary of State, Madison, to give him his appoint-
ment.  The Supreme Court had to decide if Marbury should get his appointment.  Chief Justice John Marshall wrote the Court’s deci-
sion.  The decision said that Marbury had a right to his judicial appointment.  The Court also said that they could not give Marbury his 
appointment because the federal law passed by Congress was in conflict with the constitution, thus it was unconstitutional. 

Chief Justice John Marshall said “It is emphatically the province and duty of the judicial department to say what the law is.”  This case 
did two very important things.  It clarified that the Constitution was the “supreme law of the land” and that it was the Court’s job to 
interpret the meaning of the Constitution.

 


